MUSIC IN LONDON 1890-94

me a certain vindictive satisfaction in recording that the perform-
ance of the St Matthew Passion, which was what I came from
Venice to hear, was not, on the whole, a success. No doubt it was
something to have brought the chorus to the point of singing
such difficult music accurately and steadily. But a note-perfect
performance is only the raw material of an artistic performance;
and what the Birmingham Festival achieved was very little more
than such raw material. In the opening chorus, the plaintive,
poignant melody in triple time got trampled to pieces by the
stolid trudging of the choir from beat to beat. The violins in the
orchestra shewed the singers how it ought to be done; but the
lesson was thrown away; the trudging continued; and Richter,
whom we have so often seen beating twelve-eight time for his
orchestra with a dozen sensitive beats in every bar, made no
attempt to cope with the British chorister, and simply marked
one, two, three, four, like a drill-sergeant. The rest of the per-
formance did nothing to shew any special sympathy with Bach's
religious music on Richter's part.

It is, of course, to be considered that the necessity for having
the Passion sung from Sterndale Bennett's edition, no other being
available with the English words, may have compelled him to be
content with the best performance, according to that'edition, at-
tainable in the time at his disposal; so that he, whilst wishing to
give the work "a la Wagner," as the Dresdeners used to say, may
have had to put up with it "i la Mendelssohn" in despair of getting
anything better. But, then, why did he let those piteous questions
from the second chorus to the first come out with a shout like the
sforiandos in the roughest and most vigorous pages of Beethoven?
And why did he allow the remonstrances of the disciples about
the pot of ointment to be sung by the same mass of voices, and
with the same savage turbulence, as the .outbursts of wrath and
mockery from the crowd at Pilate's house and Golgotha? Such
matters as these might have been quite easily set right. Perhaps
the safest conclusion is that half the shortcoming was due to
Richter not having taken Bach's Passion Music to heart, and the
other half to Sterndale Bennett, to lack of time for rehearsal, and
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